A STUDY OF SEVENTEENTH CENTURY WILLS AND INVENTORIES FROM A NORTH HERTFORDSHIRE VILLAGE

Introduction

Wills and inventories are particularly useful to the local historian as they give detailed information on the family and household structures of a community.

For this study a representative sample of documents has been chosen -- six of these are both wills and inventories, but the earliest is just an inventory. The period covered is 1619-1646.  All the documents are from the village of Pirton in North Herts, a rural community of about 122 inhabitants mainly concerned with agriculture.  The testators are all identified as yeomen.  

Campbell states that the term yeoman derives from ‘franklin,’ a person giving service to his lord.
 She notes that by Elizabethan times the term had been replaced by that of ‘yeoman.’  In the wills from Pirton, the earliest recorded use of the word yeoman is in 1554 
 and the latest reference is 1824 
 after which it appears to have been replaced by the more general descriptive term ‘farmer.’  Yeoman seems to have at least two meanings in the Stuart period, one of status and the other of occupation.  Yeoman status is below that of gentry, but above that of husbandman. 

In the sample both the testator and the appraiser use the term, showing that this was how they saw themselves and were seen by others. The seven testators were obviously men of standing in the community as their names also appear as appraisers, witnesses,  parish officials and as the homage in the manor court rolls. The other aspect of yeoman is that of occupation. Both yeomen and husbandmen farmed the land, but yeomen held greater acreage, producing a surplus for the market, while husbandmen were only self-sufficient.
 According to Campbell1 there is some argument about whether a yeoman was always a freeholder, but there is evidence that the seven testators in the sample all held freehold and copyhold land in the village and its surrounding area. 

Wills

Amongst the six wills studied, only one testator could sign his name, the rest made their marks. Following tradition, wills were scribed by the priest or curate. The exception was the second will as the testator was still in good health and could write his own.  The executor was normally the wife if she was still alive and the eldest son if not. In the case of Robert Collison, the executors were his son and the son of his widowed daughter.

All the wills studied have a formulaic religious preamble that mentions God, Jesus and being buried in the churchyard.  The earlier ones are very simple; two written by the curate use exactly the same phrases.  The latest, written in 1646, is the most puritanical. Tom Sex believes he will “be a partaker of the kingdom of glorie.” The parish priest Henry Denne, who left the village in 1644 to join Cromwell’s army, may have influenced him.  

After ensuring the future of their body and soul, the testator turned to the disposal of his worldly goods.  The two most important aspects to be addressed were to whom was property to be left and what was to be left.  Primogeniture appears to be the norm, but provision was made for the wife, younger children and sometimes grandchildren. The transmission of property can occur at different stages in a lifetime -- at marriage, retirement, etc. and therefore a will is not always a true reflection of how the estate was left.  The wife’s inheritance varies with each of the wills, but the underlying concern is that the widow should be able to live comfortably. 

It was customary for the widow to inherit a third of the estate. 
 The widow might have the use of the home for “her natural life,” or until the heir is 21. But there was often a condition that it passed to another child if she remarried. She sometimes inherited furniture or animals and crops, which gave her an income. In Thomas Arnole’s will the widow was able to have her own apparel! The widow was usually the executor of the will and after debts were paid was left the residue.

Children were provided for; daughters usually received money either on marriage or when coming of age. The amount was often half that of their brothers. The eldest sons in the Hammond and Hanscombe families inherited the house and land, but with the condition that they paid the younger siblings, including one still in the womb, a specified sum of money at age 21 or marriage. Will 3 specified that the younger son should be given “meat and drink” at the “house I now dwell” at the expense of the elder son. William Collison identified specific land, animals or grain for each child, but in the inventory there is no reference to these items.  Perhaps he had retired from farming earlier and settled his bequests.  Tom Arnole is the only one who makes bequests of linen and furniture.  

Three of the testators drew up legacies for grandchildren. In the case of Robert Collison, whose daughter had been widowed, he specifically pointed out that “my will and meaning is that [they] shall be decently brought up, maynteyned and kept by my executors until they are sixteen.” Again distinction was made between the boys and girls, Robert’s grandson was to receive £60, but granddaughters Elizabeth and Mary were to receive only £30.  Provision was made for his other grandchildren, but only to the amount of ten shillings.

The poor of the parish were not forgotten at this time.  The wealthier Robert Collison made a one-off payment of forty shillings, while the poorer William Collison gave four pennies annually to the most needy.  John Hanscombe lived in Pirton on the boundary of Shillington and so he gave twenty shillings to Pirton poor and ten shillings to Shillington poor.

Inventories

Inventories provide a picture of the property and its contents. All the houses in the sample had a hall, parlour, buttery and kitchen downstairs with at least one room upstairs. This was the pattern of mediaeval houses.  

From 1600, houses were being modernized in all parts of the country with the addition of more upper rooms and specialized rooms such as milkhouses and brewhouses. Medieval houses had a solar over the parlour but now rooms were created over the hall itself.
 

An interesting question is whether houses in Pirton were being extended or modified to make them more fashionable, or whether older houses were demolished to make way for new buildings.  The only sign of building changes is in the Hanscombe inventory which identifies a hall and an old hall, the latter having furnishings of much less value.  The number of rooms varies from 5 in the earliest document to 13 in the later Hanscombe inventory. 

Spufford suggests that the houses of yeomen had between 3-6 rooms in Cambridgshire during this period.
 The status of those with 13 rooms was given as super rich!  The Hanscombe house with 13 rooms included a library and study.  The family’s status had risen to gentry level by the end of the century.  Two documents described rooms for servants showing that they must have “lived in.” It is not clear whether the milkhouses, brewhouses or the cheese or apple lofts were separate from the main house or attached.  

Although the wealth of the men varied from £34 to £310, the furnishings of their houses were very similar.  They all had joined stools, long tables, chairs, coffers, presses and chests. There was a reasonable standard of comfort, but nothing showy. A large variety of beds were listed, including truckle, boarded, standing, joined, and framed with straw, flock, and feather mattresses.  The best beds, with curtains and feather mattresses, were in the parlour, which was used only as a bedroom throughout this period. The old fashioned boarded beds with flock mattresses were in the upper rooms or servants rooms. One item that appears to be highly valued by the men was the number of sheets. Most of them had acquired between 10 to 20 pairs of sheets –flaxen sheets, hemp sheets, harden sheets -- and they were often left as bequests in wills.  In addition there were coverlets, bolsters, pillowbears, and towels. Thomas Arnole had six dozen napkins!

The kitchen, not the hall as in earlier times, was used for the storage of the utensils for cooking, including pots, kettles, spits and pothangers. The more specialized pieces of equipment, for example the “boulting ark” used in breadmaking and the “salting troffe” for salting the pork, were kept in the buttery. None of the houses had a separate boulting house as in the Orwell inventories. Most of the plate was pewter, although John Sam, the poorest man, had four silver spoons worth £1.4s.4d.

Crops

It appears that in this period, before the Civil war, the yeomen of Pirton preferred to live simply and invest their money in land. In this rural area on the edge of the Chilterns, the inventories provide a picture of arable farming with the men involved in the day to day running of the farm. The strips of the open fields were not enclosed until 1818 and the men would have held land in all of the six open fields.  The main crops were wheat for bread, barley malted to produce ale, together with oats, peas and hay as fodder crops. It is difficult to be exact about the acreage of the farms, as often the acreage is not given, just the value of the crops.  Where it is given, it ranges from Thomas Arnole at 88 acres to John Sam at four and a half acres. The owners of the larger acreages must have been selling commercially in the local market at Hitchin.  

The season of the year when the inventory was drawn up indicates that wheat was a winter sown crop and barley spring sown.  In the very small sample of seven, no one crop seems to predominate. This is different from research about Spufford in Cambridgshire which found that barley was grown more widely.
 

In Pirton, the wheat was grown singly, not combined with rye as in Cambridgshire, as it was ground to produce the finest flour for bread.  It is surprising that so many fodder crops were grown, as Pirton was not a pastoral area. Perhaps it was sent to the London market for horses. On the other hand, there were very strict rules about grazing animals in the common fields around the village so for a large part of the year the few stock that there were must have been fed in the farmyard.  

Land formed the major part of the yeoman’s wealth. That of Robert Hammond was appraised at £185, compared with £120 for his crops, £19 for his animals and £45 for his household possession.   

Animals

From the inventories it is clear that, although mixed farming was practised, the emphasis in Pirton was on arable rather than pastoral farming. The number of cattle owned ranges from two to six, which is lower than that found in Cambridgshire at the same period
 The Manor Court Rolls indicate that Pirton operated an open field system with very little pasture except the Cow Common and Lot Meadow.  The rights to graze animals were revised in 1663, showing that there was a pressure to find grazing as arable was a priority. There is no evidence to show that any land was enclosed for sheep until 1690 when parishioners decided to pull down the sheep enclosures put up by Thomas Docwra, Lord of the Manor
 In fact, John Hanscombe was the only farmer with any sheep. In comparison, all the yeomen had store pigs to fatten, but these were kept in the farmyard.

Horses carried out all the heavy work such as ploughing and harrowing on the farm. Their value was about £4 each. They were not bred in the village, but bought at the Barnet Horse Fair.  The carts they pulled were often described as long carts that may have been like four-wheeled waggons.  Sets of wheels are recorded separately.  Two inventories note bees and only one recorded poultry. Perhaps they were more common and their value was not worth recording.  

Conclusions

Although the sample of wills and inventories used to prepare this study was small, it provides quite a consistent and detailed picture of the life of the early seventeenth century of yeoman and their families in the rural village of Pirton. 

He lived comfortably in his house, conditions having improved since the Elizabethan period.  He was modest in material goods with most of his wealth invested in the land. 

However, houses were being improved and specialist buildings were being constructed to make economic processes more efficient. Developments in farming were also beginning to influence the way land was allocated and how rights were exercised. The more successful families were accumulating wealth through their own efforts and were able through this to increase their social status. 

The church played a central role and helped to write the yeoman’s will. When he died, he provided as best he could for his family, including in many cases for his grandchildren, and often made a contribution to the support of the poor. 

A pattern of life was developing that was to have a strong influence on the way England was to develop over the next four centuries.
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